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CLARK COUNTY CHRONICLE

Barkman considered 'The Father of Clark County"

By Wendy Richter
For the Siftings

At this time of year, ex
citement abounds at Oak.
lawn Park in Hot Springs
as thoroughbred horses
race around the track
there. Since beginning op
erations more than a cen
tury ago, Oaklawn re
mains one of Arkansas's
most popular tourist des
tinations.
However, many may not
know that Clark County
had a race track of its own
which pre-dated Oaklawn
by almost 100 years!
Clark County pioneer
Jacob Barkman arrived in
what is now Clark County
about 1811 from Kentucky
and quickly established
himself as an entrepre-

neur and leader in river
commerce. He opened the
area's first cotton gin and
became the first to operate
a steamboat on the Oua
chita River. Barkman
owned a huge amount of
land, amassing holdings
of approximately 22,000'
acres during his lifetime.
So significant was his im
pact on the area's eco
nomic growth and devel.:
opment, he is often called
"The Father of Clark
County."
Jacob's wife, Rebecca
Barkman, was an equally
fascinating figure. The
daughter of a legendary
bear hunter, one man
claimed she "chewed to. bacco, she smoked a pipe,
she drank whiskey, and
cursed and swore as
heartily as any back
woodsman, all at the same
time." Another described
her as "weighing along in
the latitude of 200. She
is illbred, or rather not
bred at all, ·smokes a dirty
pipe, talks all manner of
nonsense, and never had
a bonnet on her head in
her life."

Jacob and Rebecca
Barkman first built a cab
in on the Caddo River,
then constructed a two
story home made of sun
dried bricks. The Bark
man home was the site of
much political and eco
nomic activity. Clark
County's first postoffice
was located there, and fol
lowing the creation of
Clark County in 1818, the
house also served as the
county seat. The home
served as a stop for stage
coaches, and even per
formed duty as the county
jail. Approximately five
miles from Arkadelphia,
the Barkm.an house was
located along the Military
Road, the primary trans
portation artery which ran
from St. Louis to Little
Rock to Mexico and the
Southwest. The building
no longer stands.
One of the distinctive
aspects of Jacob and Re
becca Barkman's property
was the race track he built.
Interestingly, it circled an
old Indian mound. Local
legend says that people
came from as far away as
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The home of Jacob. and Rebecca Bar�man.

Kentucky and Tennessee
to wager on their favorite
horses. Today, the mound
is extremely difficult to
see in the summer
months, due to thickveg
etation. However, in the
winter, travelers headed
southwest on Interstate
30 · can still catch a

glimpse of it: Simply look
slightly to the right of the
highway while crossing
the Caddo River bridge
to see the former site of
Clark County's very own /
racetrack.
For additionai informa
tion about Clark County
history, visit or contact

the Clark County Histor
ical Museum (www.clark
countyhistory.org or (870)
230-1360) or the Clark
County Historical Asso
ciation's Archives at the
Ouachita Baptist Univer
sity
Library
(www.obu.edu/archives oi'
(870) 245.:5332).
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